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Social Accounting System in Text Discussion System 

5 Field of tlie Invention 

The present invention relates to real-time computer discussion 
or chat systems and, In particular, to such a system with a social 
accounting of user participation in such systems to provide users with 
contextual information about each other. 

10 Background and Summary of the Invention 

Conventional real-time computer discussion or chat systems 
allow users at multiple separate user computers to communicate with each 
other substantially simultaneously in real-time. For example, each user is 
free to enter text messages or "turns" into the discussion system. A central 

1 5 computer system receives the messages or turns and broadcasts them to 
each of the user computers. The messages or turns are broadcast in the 
order in which the messages are received at the central computer system 
(i.e., a first In-first out system). The text messages are displayed on a 
display screen associated with each user computer as a common 

20 sequence and set of messages, thereby allowing all users to communicate 
with each other simultaneously. 

In conventional prior art implementations, the messages or 
turns are generally non-persistent. Other than a relatively small number of 
the most recent messages or turns, the older turns in prior art systems 

25 scroll from the display and are no longer available to users. Typically, the 
messages received at a user computer during a first session of a 
discussion or chat are not again available to that user computer from the 
discussion system during a subsequent chat. Each user computer typically 
displays messages or turns that have been transmitted or broadcast only 

30 during a session in which the user computer is included in (e.g., logged 
into) the discussion or room. Messages or turns transmitted In the 
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discussion before a user computer is included are unavailable to that user 
computer from the discussion system. 

One disadvantage of conventional real-time computer chat 
systems in comparison to traditional direct verbal communication is that 
5 chat systems typically provide little or no social context for the participants 
in the discussion. Social context in traditional direct verbal communication 
assists people in discerning the suitability, usefulness, applicability, or 
veracity of statements made by other people. Social context may include 
knowledge of past statements of a person, including the frequency and 

1 0 types of statements. 

While the general non-persistence of messages or turns in 
conventional real-time computer chat systems exacerbates the absence of 
social context information, persistence alone typically cannot provide the 
social context information. One aspect of conventional real-time computer 

15 chat systems is that generally large numbers of messages can be posted 
over different periods of time. Persistently maintaining all messages so 
that a user could review them and discern the types of information posted 
by each of the users would usually be impracticable because of the 
significant numbers of users and messages. 

20 The present invention provides for real-time computer chat or 

discussion systems a social accounting system that persistently maintains 
summary information regarding user participation in the chat system and 
displays the information at user computers as a social accounting pane. In 
one implementation, the social accounting pane is rendered 

25 simultaneously adjacent a discussion message pane in which discussion 
messages are rendered. In other implementations, the social accounting 
pane and the discussion message pane could be arranged differently 
relative to each other in a simultaneous display or could be displayed or 
used separately. 
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In one implementation, the social accounting pane displays 
identifying information about each member of a discussion such as, for 
example, a user name and an email address. Members currently involved 
in or logged into the discussion are indicated with an attendance field. An 
5 entered field and an exit field indicate when each member last entered the 
discussion and, if not present, when the member last exited the discussion. 
The social accounting pane may also list a session field indicating the 
number of sessions or times each member has entered the discussion. 
Thread, question, answer and comment fields may indicate the numbers of 

10 thread, question, answer and comment messages the member has posted. 

The social accounting pane can give each user contextual 
information about other users to assist each user in discerning which other 
users are likely to be contributing desired information to the discussion. 
Persistently maintaining the contextual information allows it to accumulate 

1 5 over multiple sessions. The summary form of the contextual information 
makes reference and access to it convenient and practicable. 

It will be appreciated that the persistently maintained 
contextual or social information may be used with a conventional chat 
system in which the messages are generally non-persistent, or with a chat 

20 system that persistently maintains the messages. In the generally non- 
persistent former system, the persistently maintained contextual or social 
information provides the only persistent information relating to user 
participation. In the persistent latter system, the persistently maintained 
contextual or social information summarizes user participation that might 

25 otherwise require excessive user effort to obtain. 

Additional objects and advantages of the present invention will 
be apparent from the detailed description of the preferred embodiment 
thereof, which proceeds with reference to the accompanying drawings. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram of a conriputer system that may be 
used to implement the present invention. 

Fig. 2 is a diagram illustrating a real-time computer 
5 communication, chat, or discussion system. 

Fig. 3 is an Illustration of a graphical user interface for a 
threaded text discussion system software client. 

Fig. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating operation of a threaded 
discussion software process that in one implementation operates with the 
1 0 graphical user interface of Fig, 3. 

Fig. 5 is a flow diagram of an automatic context-based 
message threading process. 

Detailed Description of Preferred Embodiments 

Fig. 1 illustrates an operating environment for an embodiment 
1 5 of the present invention as a computer system 20 with a computer 22 that 
comprises at least one high speed processing unit (CPU) 24 in conjunction 
with a memory system 26, an input device 28, and an output device 30. 
These elements are interconnected by at least one bus structure 32. 

The illustrated CPU 24 is of familiar design and includes an 
20 ALU 34 for performing computations, a collection of registers 36 for 
temporary storage of data and instructions, and a control unit 38 for 
controlling operation of the system 20. The CPU 24 may be a processor 
having any of a variety of architectures including Alpha from Digital, MIPS 
from MIPS Technology, NEC, IDT, Siemens, and others, x86 from Intel and 
25 others, including Cyrix, AMD, and Nexgen, and the PowerPC from IBM and 
Motorola. 

The memory system 26 generally includes high-speed main 
memory 40 in the form of a medium such as random access memory 
(RAM) and read only memory (ROM) semiconductor devices, and 
30 secondary storage 42 in the form of long term storage mediums such as 
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floppy disks, hard disks, tape, CD-ROM, flash memory, etc. and other 
devices that store data using electrical, magnetic, optical or other recording 
media. The main memory 40 also can include video display memory for 
displaying images through a display device. Those skilled in the art will 
5 recognize that the memory 26 can comprise a variety of alternative 
components having a variety of storage capacities. 

The input and output devices 28 and 30 also are familiar. The 
input device 28 can comprise a keyboard, a mouse, a physical transducer 
(e.g., a microphone), etc. The output device 30 can comprise a display, a 

10 printer, a transducer (e.g., a speaker), etc. Some devices, such as a 

network interface or a modem, can be used as input and/or output devices. 

As is familiar to those skilled in the art, the computer system 
20 further includes an operating system and at least one application 
program. The operating system is the set of software which controls the 

15 computer system's operation and the allocation of resources. The 

application program is the set of software that performs a task desired by 
the user, using computer resources made available through the operating 
system. Both are resident in the illustrated memory system 26. 

In accordance with the practices of persons skilled in the art of 

20 computer programming, the present invention is described below with 
reference to acts and symbolic representations of operations that are 
performed by computer system 20, unless indicated otherwise. Such acts 
and operations are sometimes referred to as being computer-executed and 
may be associated with the operating system or the application program as 

25 appropriate. It will be appreciated that the acts and symbolically 
represented operations include the manipulation by the CPU 24 of 
electrical signals representing data bits which causes a resulting 
transformation or reduction of the electrical signal representation, and the 
maintenance of data bits at memory locations in memory system 26 to 

30 thereby reconfigure or otherwise alter the computer system's operation, as 
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well as other processing of signals. The memory locations where data bits 
are maintained are physical locations that have particular electrical, 
magnetic, or optical properties corresponding to the data bits. 

Fig. 2 is a diagram illustrating a real-time computer 

5 communication, chat, or discussion system 50. Discussion system 50 
Includes a central computer system 52 in communication with which each 
of multiple user computers 54 that are each operated by a user. The group 
of users and user computers 54 that are in communication with each other 
may be referred to in a variety of ways. A common metaphor is to refer 

10 this group as being in a chat room, room, or discussion. 

Commonly, central computer system 52 is a distributed system 
or interconnected central network of computers with which the multiple 
user computers 54 communicate over a computer network (e.g., the 
Internet), it will be appreciated, however, that discussion system 50 can 

15 be implemented in many different ways such as with central computer 
system 52 being a single computer, with user computers 54 
communicating with central computer system 52 over a local network, etc. 

Fig. 3 is an illustration of a graphical user Interface 70 for a 
threaded text discussion system software client. User interface 70 is 

20 rendered on display screens of user or client computers, such as user 
computers 54. User interface 70 includes a threaded discussion message 
pane 72 and a social accounting pane 74. In the illustration of Fig. 3, 
threaded discussion message pane 72 and social accounting pane 74 are 
rendered simultaneously adjacent each other on the display screen. It will 

25 be appreciated, however, that threaded discussion message pane 72 and 
social accounting pane 74 could be arranged differently relative to each 
other in a simultaneous display or could be displayed or used separately. 

Within threaded discussion message pane 72, messages or 
turns are rendered or listed in a threaded or tree structure. The threading 

30 of related messages or turns may be performed manually by the user or 
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automatically by discussion system 50 based upon a messaging heuristic, 
as described below in greater detail. Threaded discussion message pane 
72 includes a text entry pane 76 within which users enter or type their turns 
or messages. Threaded messages are rendered within threaded 
5 discussion message pane 72 with message type indicators that provide a 
type indication for each message. 

The implementation shown in Fig. 3 illustrates four message 
types and four corresponding message type indicators: a thread message 
type indicator 80 which indicates that a message is the start of a new 

1 0 thread, a question message type indicator 82 which indicates that a 
message is a question, an answer message type indicator 84 which 
indicates that a message is an answer, and a comment message type 
indicator 86 which is the default message indication and is non-specific 
about the message type. 

15 In the illustrated implementation, message type indicators 80- 

86 are rendered according to which of respective graphical text input 
controls 90-96 are selected by the user to transmit to discussion system 50 
text that is typed or otherwise entered into text entry pane 76. It will be 
appreciated, however, that message transmission and simultaneous 

20 message type indications could alternatively be made by a user with pre- 
defined keystrokes. For example, the keystrokes CTRL-T, CTRL-Q, 
CTRL-A and ENTER, or any other keystrokes, could simultaneously 
transmit a message to the discussion system and provide respective 
message type indicators 80-86. 

25 Conventional prior art chat systems are directed to generally 

recreational uses. Commonly, users enter the chat room and from that 
time are provided a list of users in the room and the chat messages that 
are broadcast to the room. While such chat rooms are capable of 
supporting simultaneous recreational communication, they are poorly 

30 suited to collaborative discussions directed to a joint goal or task such as in 
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a business or professional context. Threaded discussion message pane 
72 resolves the dissociations and ambiguities between messages 
characteristic of conventional chat systems. Moreover, social accounting 
pane 74 further supports collaborative discussions directed to a joint goal 

5 or task by displaying persistent information about past and current 
members of a discussion. 

Social accounting pane 74 displays identifying information 
about each member such as, for example, a user name 100 and an email 
address 102. Members currently involved in or logged into the discussion 

1 0 are indicated with an attendance indicator 1 04 (e.g., shown as asterisks in 
the illustrated implementation). An entered indicator 106 and an exit 
indicator 108 indicate when each member last entered the discussion and, 
if not present, when the member last exited the discussion. In the 
illustrated example, all listed users other than user "lester" are present jn 

15 the discussion. 

Social accounting pane 74 also lists a session indicator 1 10 
indicating the number of sessions or times each member has entered the 
discussion and thread, question, answer and comment indicators (only 
thread indicator 112 and question indicator 114 are shown) indicating the 

20 numbers of thread, question, answer and comment messages the member 
has posted. 

Social accounting pane 74 is implemented in part by a social 
accounting data structure within which data rendered in social accounting 
pane 74 are stored in a computer readable medium. The social accounting 

25 data structure includes a user identifying information field for identifying 
users who have participated in the discussion during any of the plural 
sessions. As shown in Fig. 3, user identifying information field may include 
both a user name and contact information such as an email address. It will 
be appreciated that either the user name or contact information could be 

30 used separately. 
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A participating user information field identifies users wlio are 
currently participating in the discussion. In this context, participation in the 
discussion refers to being logged into and receiving the substantially real- 
time messages in the discussion; Participation often includes, but does not 

5 require, that each user be transmitting messages. 

A discussion entry information field identifies when (e.g., date 
and time) users most recently participated in or entered the discussion 
during any of the plural sessions. A discussion exit information field 
identifies when (e.g., date and time) users who are not currently 

10 participating in the discussion most recently stopped participating (e.g., 
logged out or signed off to end a session). A session participation 
information field indicates the number of sessions during which each user 
has participated in the discussion, typically including a current session if 
the user is currently participating in the discussion. As described above, 

15 some messages are designated as being certain message types (e.g., 
thread message type, a question message type, an answer message type, 
and a comment message type). A message type information field 
indicates the numbers of each message type provided to the discussion by 
each user. 

20 Fig. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating operation of a social 

accounting software process 120 that operates with social accounting pane 
74 of graphical user interface 70. Social accounting process 120 is 
performed by central computer system 52 and user computers 54 and is 
described with reference to a room operating on chat system 50 and 

25 accessible to multiple users operating multiple user computers 54. 

Process 120 could be applied to a chat or discussion system 
with or without persistence of messages. It will be appreciated that 
operation of discussion system 50 will often entail generally simultaneous 
actions by different users. The following description of process 120 

30 references various actions in a flow diagram, but the sequence of actions 
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shown in Fig. 4 is exemplary and merely illustrates the different actions in 
the process. The sequence of many actions shown in Fig. 4 does not 
indicate a suggested or intended sequence of the actions. 

Process block 122 indicates that the room is initiated in 
5 discussion system 50. 

Process block 124 indicates that a user enters the room for a 

first time. 

Process block 126 indicates that social accounting data are 
established for the user. The social accounting data include a user 

1 0 identifying information field that receives identifying information for the user 
and, for example, discussion entry information identifying when (e.g., date 
and time) the user entered the room. The social accounting data may also 
include initial or default values for other data fields such as discussion exit 
information (e.g., initial value null), session participation information (e.g., 

1 5 initial value 1 to reflect the first session), and message type information 
(e.g., initial value 0). 

Process block 128 indicates that the social accounting data 
are transmitted to and displayed at the user computers in communication 
with discussion system 50. 

20 Process block 1 30 indicates that for each message transmitted 

over discussion system 50, the social accounting data for the user initiating 
the message are updated, transmitted to, and displayed at the user 
computers in communication with discussion system 50. 

Process block 132 indicates that for each returning user who 

25 enters the room, the social accounting data for the returning user are 
updated, transmitted to, and displayed at the user computers in 
communication with discussion system 50. 

Process block 134 indicates that for each user who exits the 
room, the social accounting data for the returning user are updated, 
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transmitted to, and displayed at tlie user connputers in communication witli 
discussion system 50. 

In one implementation, discussion system 50 stores the 
messages or turns so that they are generally persistent. All turns from all 

5 sessions of a discussion are available to each user during each session, 
even messages that are originally transmitted in the discussion when a 
user computer 54 is not included in the discussion. Such persistence for 
messages allows discussion system 50 to provide communication for 
collaborative work and to maintain a useful record of such communication. 

10 In one implementation, messages in discussion system 50 

include data that are structured with the following turn-structured quasi- 
synchronous discussion header data format: 

Thread-Owner: UserlD (Email/url) 
15 Thread-Permissions: <READ: {World, Group, Me}>, <WRITE: {World, 

Group, Me}>, <EXECUTE: {World, Group, Me}> 

Thread-Type: <Ballot>, <Binary>, <Rating> 

Turn-Owner-(author): UserlD (Email/url) 

Turn-ID: < UserlD (Email/url), Date, Time, Host> 
20 Turn-Target: <ThreadBuffer>, <WhiteBoard>, <Application> 

Turn-Type: <Thread>, <Question>, <Answer>, <Comment>, <Vote>, 

<Binary>, <Rating> 

Turn-URL: URL 

Turn-Parents: < UserlD (Email/url), Date, Time, Host>, < UserlD 
25 (Email/url)Date, Time, Host>, etc. 
Date and Time Initiated: 
Date and Time Received: 
Turn-Keywords: Machine selected 
Content: HTML 



30 
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These data fields are described as follows. 
Thread-Owner: UserlD (Email/url) - Threads are by default publicly 
writeable, but are owned by the initiator of the thread. By default, users 
own threads that are stored on their own web servers. Thread rights can 
5 be changed by the owner and delegated or even permanently transferred 
to other users or groups by use of Thread Permissions. Thread rights 
govern rights of access, addition, modification, and deletion to a thread and 
can be differentially granted to individuals, groups, or made public. 

10 Thread-Permissions: <READ: {World, Group, Me}>, <WRITE: {World, 
Group, Me}>, <EXECUTE: {World, Group, Me}> - The Thread-Owner may 
separately assign different groups or individuals the rights to Write to a 
thread, read a thread or execute. As one example, some threads may be 
writable only by their authors. Once the author completes and enters the 

1 5 last message in the thread, the permissions may be opened to a group or 
the world. 



Thread-Type: <Ballot>, <Binary>, <Rating>, <lnvitation> - Threads of a 
default unspecified type can have any replies, as illustrated above in Fig. 3. 

20 Threads can alternatively have specialized forms that constrain replies. 
Some threads can restrict and preformat replies of other users. For 
example, "invitations" produce a set of user names linked to blank text 
fields, only the named users can reply in those locations (although an 
"other" field might be present as well). Specific individuals are thus 

25 explicitly identified as requested respondents. Ballot threads generate 
multiple choice objects that allow specified groups of users (or all) to 
contribute to a response. With Thread-Permissions and Thread-Types 
used together, both the respondents and the formats of their responses 
can be specified. 



30 
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Turn-Owner-(author): UserlD (Email/url) - Provides unique identification 
of each discussion system user according to a combination of email 
address and uri/server address. 

5 Turn-ID: < UserlD (Email/url), Date, Time, Host> - Provides unique 
identification of each message according to a combination of email 
address and urI/server address of the posting user, the date and time of 
the post, and an identification of the discussion system host. 

10 Turn-Target: <ThreadBuffer>, <WhiteBoard>, <Application> - Each turn is 
addressed to a particular discussion device or helper application like a 
whiteboard. The default output target is the message threader that 
displays collapsible trees. The client communicates with any application or 
scripting language - exchanging messages between the discussion 

1 5 interface and independent applications which could also be network 

interaction media. A single user event might trigger an array of messages 
to different target applications. For example, updating the text buffer, 
opening a whiteboard, and instructing a keyword filter to add new terms 
and scan a new group of threads. 

20 

Turn-Type: <Thread>, <Question>, <Answer>, <Comment>, <Vote>, 
<Binary>, <Rating> 

Turn-URL: This field provides a network address (e.g., URL) that is 
25 included in or referenced by a turn. 

Turn-Parent: < UserlD (Email/url), Date, Time, Host>, < UserlD 
(Email/url)Date, Time, Host>, etc.- Provides unique identification of the 
parent(s) of each message according to a combination of email address 
30 and urI/server address of the posting user, the date and time of the parent 
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post or posts. Parent posts are messages that a selected message is 
responding to or threaded from. A responsive message mey be 
considered a direct reply to an immediate parent or an indirect reply to any 
higher-level parents. 

Date and Time Initiated: Indicates the date and time at which a user 
begins entering a turn into, for example, text entry pane 76. 

Date and Time Received: Indicates the date and time at which a Turn is 
received by the system host (e.g., central computer system 52). 

Turn-Keywords: Machine selected . 

Content: HTIVIL 

Each message or turn may be addressed by a data structure 

in the following format: 

/server/channel/thread group/thread/user/application/data 
The server tag identifies the particular central computer system 52 that 
supports the chat or discussion. The channel tag identifies a particular 
group of chats or discussions on the central computer 52 with which the 
discussion is associated. The thread group tag identifies the particular 
discussion or chat. The thread tag identifies the particular thread to which 
the message or turn is posted. The user identifies the person who posts 
the message or turn. The application identifies the application, and the 
data tag includes the message to be posted. 

Fig. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating operation of a threaded 
discussion software process 150 that in one implementation operates with 
graphical user interface 70. Threaded discussion software process 150 is 
performed by central computer system 52 and user computers 54 and is 
described with reference to a persistent "room" or discussion operating on 
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chat or discussion system 50 and accessible to multiple users operating 
multiple user computers 54. In such an implementation, process 150 
would be suitable for use in a collaborative work with a relatively limited 
number of users. It will be appreciated that process 150 could alternatively 
5 be applied to a discussion system without persistence of messages. 

Process block 152 indicates that a room or discussion is 
initiated. In one implementation, the room or discussion is initiated by a 
Room-Owner who has a UserlD (Email/url). Rooms are by default publicly 
writeable and readable. Room rights can be changed by the owner and 
1 0 delegated or even permanently transferred to other users or groups by use 
of Room Permissions analogous to the Thread Permissions described 
above. Room rights govern rights of access and addition of messages to 
the room and can be differentially granted to individuals, groups, or made 
public. 

15 Process block 154 indicates that a user logs into or enters the 

room or discussion. Entry into and participation in the room or discussion 
is subject to the user satisfying the Room Permissions. The time during 
which a user is in the room or discussion is referred to as a session. User 
interface 70, with threaded discussion message pane 72 and social 

20 accounting pane 74, is rendered on a display screen associated with the 
user's computer 54. As indicated by function flow arrow 155, users with 
suitable Room Permissions may directly access an existing room. 

Process block 156 indicates that each session has associated 
with it one or more social accounting data fields that are persistently stored 

25 within system 50. The social accounting data fields may include one or 
more fields indicating for that user a Session Initiation Date and Time, a 
Session Termination Date and Time, a Session Count, and Message Type 
Counts for selected message types (e.g., threads, questions, answers, 
comments) that are updated during a session. These social accounting 
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fields provide the data displayed to all users within social accounting pane 
74 (Fig. 3). 

Process block 158 indicates that a user initiates a thread by, 
for example, entering text into text entry pane 76 and transmitting the 

5 message to discussion system 50 by selecting text input control 90. In one 
implementation, threaded discussion software process 150 includes 
automatic context-based message threading and type indication. In this 
implementation, process 150 could automatically provide a thread identifier 
to a first thread in the discussion with the user selecting a generic input 

10 control (e.g., a RETURN or ENTER key) based upon the absence of any 
other turns or messages in the discussion. This automatic context-based 
message threading and type indication may also be applied in other 
contexts, as described below in greater detail. 

The message or turn initiating the thread has associated with it 

1 5 one or more thread-related fields and one or more message- or turn- 
related fields that are persistently stored within system 50. The thread- 
related fields may indicate Thread-Owner, Thread-Permissions, and 
Thread-Type. The message- or turn-related fields may indicate Turn- 
Owner, Turn-ID, Turn-Target, Turn-Type, Date and Time Initiated, Date 

20 and Time Received, and Content, and optionally Turn-URL and Turn- 
Keywords. The Thread-Owner and Turn-Owner fields are established 
automatically by process 150 based upon the identity of the user whose 
message or turn initiates the thread. 

The fields Turn-ID, Turn-Target, Date and Time Initiated, and 

25 Date and Time Received are established automatically by process 1 50 
based upon the chat or discussion to which the turn is directed by the user 
and when the chat or discussion is initiated and received by the chat 
system. The field Content and optionally Tum-URL and Turn-Keywords 
are entered or indicated by the user. In another implementation, 

30 discussion system 50 can automatically identify predetermined terms in the 
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Turn-Keywords field. With respect to process block 158, the fields Turn- 
Type and Turn-Parents are set according to the message or turn 
representing the start of a thread. 

Thread-Permissions and Thread-Type may remain default 
values or may be selected by the user initiating the thread. In one 
implementation, selection of text input control 90 to transmit a thread 
initiating message causes a window or menu to be displayed listing user- 
selectable options for non-default values of Thread-Permissions and 
Thread-Type, or other user-selectable fields. The user initiating the thread 
selects any desired non-default values and accepts them, which results in 
the message being transmitted to discussion system 50. 

For example, the user initiating the thread could select Thread- 
Permissions <READ: {Group }>, <WRITE: { Group }>, <EXECUTE: { Me}> 
and a Thread-Type of <Ballot> with several message choices specified. 
Such selections would allow a specified group to read the thread and write 
replies, but the replies could be only of the specified message choices. 

Process block 160 indicates that the message or turn for the 
initiated thread is transmitted to and displayed at user computers 54 that 
are logged into the room or discussion. 

Inquiry block 162 represents an inquiry as to whether the next 
message or turn received by discussion system 50 represents a new 
thread. Whenever the next message or turn received by discussion 
system 50 represents a new thread, inquiry block 160 returns to process 
block 158. Whenever the next message or turn received by discussion 
system 50 does not represent a new thread. Inquiry block 162 proceeds to 
process block 164. 

Process block 164 indicates that a user enters a message or 
turn that is included in an existing thread by, for example, entering text into 
text entry pane 76 and transmitting the message to the discussion system 
by selecting one of text input control 92-96. The user may manually 
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indicate a previous turn from which the new turn is to be threaded by 
graphically selecting or indicating the previous turn in message pane 72, 
such as with a graphical input device like a mouse. 

The new message or turn to be included in an existing thread 
has associated with it one or more thread-related fields and one or more 
message- or turn-related fields that are persistently stored within system 
50. The thread-related fields may indicate Thread-Owner, Thread- 
Permissions, and Thread-Type. The message- or turn-related fields may 
indicate Turn-Owner, Turn-ID, Turn-Target, Turn-Type, Date and Time 
Initiated, Date and Time Received, and Content, and optionally Turn-URL 
and Turn-Keywords. 

The Thread-Owner and Turn-Owner fields are established 
automatically by process 150 based upon the identity of the user whose 
message or turn initiates the thread, which may be obtained from the 
previous turn from which the new turn is to be threaded. The fields Turn- 
ID, Turn-Target, Date and Time Initiated, and Date and Time Received are 
established automatically by process 1 50 based upon the chat or 
discussion to which the turn is directed by the user and when the turn or 
message is initiated and received by the chat system. The field Content 
and optionally Turn-URL and Turn-Keywords are entered or indicated by 
the user, in another implementation, discussion system 50 can 
automatically identify predetermined tenns in the Turn-Keywords field. The 
field Turn-Type is set according to the message or turn representing the 
start of a thread, and the field Turn-Parents is set according to which of the 
messages in the thread are parents to other messages. 

Having described and illustrated the principles of our invention 
with reference to an illustrated embodiment, it will be recognized that the 
illustrated embodiment can be modified in arrangement and detail without 
departing from such principles. It should be understood that the programs, 
processes, or methods described herein are not related or limited to any 
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particular type of computer apparatus, unless indicated othenwise. Various 
types of general purpose or specialized computer apparatus may be used 
with or perform operations in accordance with the teachings described 
herein. Elements of the illustrated embodiment shown in software may be 

5 implemented in hardware and vice versa. 

In view of the many possible embodiments to which the 
principles of our invention may be applied, it should be recognized that the 
detailed embodiments are illustrative only and should not be taken as 
limiting the scope of our invention. Rather, we claim as our invention all 

1 0 such embodiments as may come within the scope and spirit of the 
following claims and equivalents thereto. 
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Claims 

1 . In a real-time computer discussion system having a central 
computer system with which each of multiple user computers are in 
communication such that a common sequence and set of messages are 

5 transmitted among the user computers as substantially real-time messages 
of a discussion between users of the user computers, the system including 
a computer-readable medium that stores computer software instmctions for 
operating the system, the improvement comprising: 

computer software instructions stored on the computer- 

10 readable medium for providing plural sessions of communication between 
any of the user computers and the central computer system, users of the 
user computers participating in the discussion during the sessions; and 

computer software instructions stored on the computer- 
readable medium for rendering on the user computers a summary of 

1 5 participation in the discussion by the users during the plural sessions. 

2. The system of claim 1 further comprising computer software 
instructions stored on the computer-readable medium for rendering on the 
user computers the common sequence and set of messages 
simultaneously with the summary of participation in the discussion by the 

20 users. 

3. The system of claim 2 in which the summary of participation 
in the discussion by the users and the common sequence and set of 
messages are rendered as separate and distinct panes of the user 
computers. 

25 4. The system of claim 1 further comprising computer software 

instructions stored on the computer-readable medium for rendering on the 
user computers the common sequence and set of messages not 
simultaneously with the summary of participation in the discussion by the 
users. 
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5. The system of claim 1 further comprising computer software 
instructions stored on the computer-readable medium for persistently 
maintaining and providing to the user computers the messages of the 
discussion. 

5 . 6. The system of claim 1 in which the messages of the 

discussion are not persistently maintained and are provided to each user 
computer while it is in one of the communication sessions. 

7. The system of claim 1 in which the summary of participation 
in the discussion includes user identifying information for Identifying users 

1 0 who have participated in the discussion during any of the plural sessions. 

8. The system of claim 1 in which the summary of participation 
in the discussion includes participating user information for identifying 
users who are cun-ently participating in the discussion. 

9. The system of claim 1 in which the summary of participation 
15 in the discussion includes discussion entry information for identifying when 

users most recently participated In the discussion during any of the plural 
sessions. 

10. The system of claim 1 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes discussion exit information for 

20 identifying when users who are not currently participating in the discussion 
most recently stopped participating. 

1 1 . The system of claim 1 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes session participation information 
indicating a number of sessions during which each user participated in the 

25 discussion. 

12. The system of claim 1 in which ones of the messages are 
designated as being of at least first and second selected message types, 
the summary of participation in the discussion including message type 
Information indicating numbers of at least the first and second selected 

30 message types provided to the discussion by each user. 
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13. The system of claim 12 in which the at least first and 
second selected message types include at least two of a thread message 
type, a question message type, an answer message type, and a comment 
message type. 

5 14. In a real-time computer discussion system having a central 

computer system with which each of multiple user computers are in 
communication such that a common sequence and set of messages are 
transmitted among the user computers as substantially real-time messages 
of a discussion between users of the user computers over plural sessions 

1 0 of communication between any of the user computers and the central 

computer system, the system including a computer-readable medium that 
stores computer software instructions for operating the system, a data 
structure stored on the computer-readable medium for each user, 
comprising: 

15 a user identifying information field for identifying users who 

have participated in the discussion during any of the plural sessions. 

1 5. The system of claim 14 further comprising a participating 
user information field for identifying users who are currently participating in 
the discussion. 

20 1 6. The system of claim 1 4 further comprising a discussion 

entry information field for identifying when users most recently participated 
in the discussion during any of the plural sessions. 

1 7. The system of claim 1 4 further comprising a discussion 
exit information field for identifying when users who are not currently 

25 participating in the discussion most recently stopped participating. 

1 8. The system of claim 14 further comprising a session 
participation information field indicating a number of sessions during which 
each user participated in the discussion. 

19. The system of claim 14 in which ones of the messages are 
30 designated as being of at least first and second selected message types, 
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the system further comprising a message type information field indicating 
numbers of at least the first and second selected message types provided 
to the discussion by each user. 

20. The system of claim 19 in which the at least first and 

5 second selected message types include at least two of a thread message 
type, a question message type, an answer message type, and a comment 
message type. 

21. In a real-time computer discussion system having a central 
computer system with which each of multiple user computers are in 

10 communication such that a common sequence and set of messages are 
transmitted among the user computers as substantially real-time messages 
of a discussion between users of the user computers over plural sessions 
of communication between any of the user computers and the central 
computer system, the user computers including display screens and the 

15 substantially real-time messages being rendered on the display screens, a 
graphical user interface rendered on the display screens, comprising: 
a summary of participation in the discussion by the users 
during the plural sessions. 

22. The system of claim 21 in which the summary of 

20 participation in the discussion includes user identifying information for 
identifying users who have participated in the discussion during any of the 
plural sessions. 

23. The system of claim 21 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes participating user information for 

25 identifying users who are currently participating in the discussion. 

24. The system of claim 21 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes discussion entry information for 
identifying when users most recently participated in the discussion during 
any of the plural sessions. 
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25. The system of claim 21 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes discussion exit information for 
identifying when users who are not currently participating in the discussion 
most recently stopped participating. 
5 26. The system of claim 21 in which the summary of 

participation in the discussion includes session participation information 
indicating a number of sessions during which each user participated in the 
discussion. 

27. The system of claim 21 in which ones of the messages are 
1 0 designated as being of at least first and second selected message types, 

the summary of participation in the discussion including message type 
information indicating numbers of at least the first and second selected 
message types provided to the discussion by each user. 

28. The system of claim 27 in which the at least first and 

1 5 second selected message types include at least two of a thread message 
type, a question message type, an answer message type, and a comment 
message type. 

29. In a real-time computer discussion system having a 
central computer system with which each of multiple user computers are in 

20 communication such that a common sequence and set of messages are 
transmitted among the user computers as substantially real-time messages 
of a discussion between users of the user computers, a method 
comprising: 

providing plural sessions of communication between any of the 
25 user computers and the central computer system, users of the user 
computers participating in the discussion during the sessions; and 

rendering on the user computers a summary of participation in 
the discussion by the users during the plural sessions. 

30. The method of claim 29 further comprising rendering on 
30 the user computers the common sequence and set of messages 
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simultaneously with the summary of participation in the discussion by the 
users. 

31 . The method of claim 30 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion by the users and the common sequence and 

5 set of messages are rendered on separate and distinct panes of the user 
computers. 

32. The method of claim 29 further comprising rendering on 
the user computers the common sequence and set of messages not 
simultaneously with the summary of participation in the discussion by the 

10 users. 

33. The method of claim 29 further persistently maintaining 
and providing to the user computers the messages of the discussion. 

34. The method of claim 29 in which the messages of the 
discussion are not persistently maintained and are provided to each user 

1 5 computer while it is in one of the communication sessions. 

35. The method of claim 29 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes user identifying information for 
identifying users who have participated in the discussion during any of the 
plural sessions. 

20 36. The method of claim 29 in which the summary of 

participation in the discussion includes participating user information for 
identifying users who are currently participating in the discussion. 

37. The method of claim 29 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes discussion entry information for 

25 identifying when users most recently participated in the discussion during 
any of the plural sessions. 

38. The method of claim 29 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes discussion exit information for 
identifying when users who are not currently participating in the discussion 

30 most recently stopped participating. 
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39. The method of claim 29 in which the summary of 
participation in the discussion includes session participation information 
indicating a number of sessions during which each user participated in the 
discussion. 

5 40. The method of claim 29 in which ones of the messages 

are designated as being of at least first and second selected message 
types, the summary of participation in the discussion including message 
type information indicating numbers of at least the first and second 
selected message types provided to the discussion by each user. 

10 41 . The method of claim 40 in which the at least first and 

second selected message types include at least two of a thread message 
type, a question message type, an answer message type, and a comment 
message type. 
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Abstract of the Invention 

A real-time computer chat or discussion system includes a 
5 social accounting system that persistently maintains summary information 
regarding user participation in the chat system and displays the information 
at user computers as a social accounting pane. In one implementation, the 
social accounting pane is rendered simultaneously adjacent a discussion 
message pane in which discussion messages are rendered. The social 
10 accounting pane displays identifying information about each member of a 
discussion such as, for example, a user name and an email address. 
Members currently involved in or logged Into the discussion are Indicated 
; with an attendance field. An entered field and an exit field indicate when 

- each member last entered the discussion and, if not present, when the 

y 1 5 member last exited the discussion. The social accounting pane may also 

n list a session field indicating the number of sessions or times each member 

3 has entered the discussion. Thread, question, answer and comment fields 

3 may indicate the numbers of thread, question, answer and comment 

a: messages the member has posted. 
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As a below named inventor, I hereby declare that: 
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1 believe I am the original, first and sole inventor (if only one name is listed below) or an 
original, first and joint inventor (if plural names are listed below) of the subject matter which is claimed 
and for which a patent is sought on the Invention entitled Social Accounting System in Text Discussion 
System, the specification of which 
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[ ] was filed on as Application No. 

[ ] was described and claimed in PCT International Application No 

, and as amended under PCT Article 19 on 

[ ] and was amended on (if applicable). 

[ ] with amendments through (if applicable). 
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specification, including the claims, as amended by any amendment referred to above. 

I acknowledge the duty to disclose information which Is material to patentability as defined 
in Title 37, Code of Federal Regulations, § 1 .56. If this is a continuation-in-part application filed under 
the conditions specified in 35 U.S.C. § 120 which discloses and claims subject matter In addition to 
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information as defined in 37 CFR § 1.56 which occurred between the filing date of the prior application 
and the national or PCT international filing date of the continuation-in-part application. 
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any foreign application(s) for patent or inventor's certificate or of any PCT International application(s) 
designating at least one country other than the United States of America listed below and have 
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International application(s) designating at least one country other than the United States of America 
filed by me on the same subject matter having a filing date before that of the application(s) on which 
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(Number) (Country) (Day/MonthArear Filed) Yes No 

I hereby claim the benefit under Title 35, United States Code, § 1 19(e) of any United States 
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I hereby claim the benefit under Title 35, United States Code, § 120 of any United States 
application(s) or § 365(c) of any PCT International application(s) designating the United States, listed 
below and, Insofar as the subject matter of each of the claims of this application is not disclosed in the 
prior United States or PCT International application in the manner provided by the first paragraph of 
Title 35, United States Code, § 1 12, 1 acknowledge the duty to disclose material information as 
defined in Title 37, Code of Federal Regulations. § 1 .56(a) which occurred between the filing date of 
the prior application and the national or PCT International filing date of this application: 
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The undersigned hereby authorizes the U.S. attorney or agent named herein to accept and 

follow instructions fronn as to any action to be taken in the Patent and Trademark Office 

regarding this application without direct communication between the U.S. attorney or agent and the 
undersigned. In the event of a change in the persons from whom instructions may be taken, the U.S. 
attorney or agent named herein will be so notified by the undersigned, 

I hereby appoint the following attorney(s) and/or agent(s) to prosecute this application, to 
file a corresponding international application, and to transact all business in the Patent and Trademark 
Office connected therewith: 
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Douglas D. Hancock 35,889 

Patrick W. Hughey 31,169 

Mark M. Meininger 32,428 

Mark A. Porter 35,327 

Katie E. Sako 32,628 
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4370 NE Halsey Street 

Portland, OR 97213 

! hereby declare that all statements made herein of my own knowledge are true and that all 
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fine or imprisonment, or both, under Section 1001 of Title 18 of the United States Code and that such 
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Full name of first joint inventor : Marc A. Smitl 



Inventor's signatun 



J, 



Date 



Residence; Redm^d, Washington 
Citizenship: U.S.A. 
Post Office address: 18003 NE 30*^ Street, Redmond, Washington 98052 



DECLARATION - PAGE 2 OF 2 



